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Abstract 
The benefits and pleasures of musical participation are reasonably well-known, and yet the 
number of adults engaging in these activities is only a small proportion of those who learn 
instruments and participate during their school years.  This article reports on three linked 
VWXGLHVWKDWLQYHVWLJDWHGWKHH[SHULHQFHVRIµODSVHG¶SDUWLFLSDQWVWKRVHZKRKDGVRXJKWRXt 
opportunities for playing in adulthood, before deciding to withdraw for a range of reasons.  
These reasons are explored through the profiles of the µHQWKXVLDVWLFUHWXUQHU¶µUHOXFWDQW
UHWLUHH¶µVWUHVVHGZLWKGUDZHU¶µWLUHGRXWVLGHU¶DQGµFRQWHQWHGUHPLQLVFHU¶, using qualitative 
data from participant observation, focus groups, questionnaires and interviews with two 
amateur ensembles in the North Midlands of England. Implications are considered for 
lifelong musical engagement, ensemble leadership, and future research into musical 
participation, identity and learning. 
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Not playing any more: a qualitative investigation of why amateur musicians cease or 
continue membership of an ensemble 
 
Why participate in music ± and why not? 
In a recent and welcome proliferation of research into lifelong engagement in music, studies 
from a range of musical genres and academic disciplines have demonstrated the value and 
attraction of musical participation (e.g. Matarasso, 1997; Pitts, 2005; Finnegan, 2007). Case 
studies from the UK, Canada and Australia have shown how disadvantaged social groups 
(Bailey & Davidson, 2002) and elderly citizens (Southcott, 2009) find a source of wellbeing 
and support through their musical activities, while professionals in a range of occupations 
seek additional purpose and satisfaction in their lives through working towards a collective 
performance goal (Pitts, 2005).  While some participants struggle to articulate the value of 
music in their lives, seeing it as an obvious and essential part of their existence (Pitts, 2009), 
common themes of improved quality of life (Coffman, 2002) emerge across the research 
evidence, as musical participation is shown to improve health and well-being (Perkins & 
Williamon, 2014), including strength, endurance and coordination skills (Batt-Rawden & 
DeNora, 2005), and to provide social bonds (Carucci, 2012) and a source of emotional 
support (Hallam, Creech, Varvarigou & McQueen, 2012). 
The question that always remains at the end of a study of musical participation, 
KRZHYHULV³,IWKLVLVVREULOOLDQWZK\LVQ¶WHYHU\RQHGRLQJLW"´)RUWKRVHZKRGR
participate, the value of their musical activities is compelling, and outweighs the 
disadvantage of having to go to a rehearsal after tiring day at work, or struggling to memorise 
words for a solo song: overcoming these challenges becomes part of the pleasure, and each 
new accomplishment brings with it a search for the next goal (Pitts, 2004).  Stebbins, in his 
VWXGLHVRIDPDWHXUVLQPXVLFDQGRWKHUOHLVXUHDFWLYLWLHVGHVFULEHVWKLVDVµYDOXH
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FRPPLWPHQW¶ZKLFKJLYHVDPDWHXUVWKHIUHHGRPRIFKRLFHWRSXUVXHDQDFWLYLW\DVRSSRVHG
WRWKHµFRQWLQXDQFHFRPPLWPHQW¶ZKLFKPLJKWGULYHDSURIHVsional musician to stay in a job 
they no longer enjoy (Stebbins, 1992: 52). These differences were demonstrated in Juniu, 
Tedrick and Boyd¶V  (1996) study of amateur and professional musicians, which found 
differences in motivation and satisfaction in rehearsals between the two groups: those 
PXVLFLDQVZKRFDWHJRULVHGUHKHDUVDOVDVµZRUN¶ZKRWHQGHGWREHWKHSURIHVVLRQDOPXVLFLDQV
found rehearsals to be stressful and tedious, while those who perceived their musical 
LQYROYHPHQWDVµOHLVXUH¶IRXQGIUHHGRPfun and satisfaction in rehearsing (p. 54).  Both 
JURXSVZHUHPRWLYDWHGE\WKHµWKULOOVDQGUHZDUGV¶RISHUIRUPDQFHSVRGHPRQVWUDWLQJ
how rehearsing and performing are quite distinct elements of participation, with the 
satisfaction of playing to a responsive audience offering some compensation for those who 
find rehearsals less rewarding. 
By the logic RIµYDOXHFRPPLWPHQW¶6WHEELQV1992), there are no unhappy amateurs, 
since those who no longer value their involvement will leave their performing group, either 
seeking out another ensemble that better suits their needs, or ceasing their musical activities 
altogether.  Evans, McPherson and Davidson (2013) describe a similar phenomenon in 
relation to children and adolescents who give up learning instruments: using a psychological 
needs model (Deci & Ryan, 2000) they demonstrate how young people who ceased musical 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQµIHOWJUHDWHUIHHOLQJVRIQHHGVLQKLELWLRQDQGIHZHUIHHOLQJVRIQHHGIXOILOPHQW¶ 
(Evans et al., 2013: 612).  Playing music that was too challenging, or insufficiently 
challenging, was equally problematic, as were the conflicting demands of school work and 
the effects on band membership on friendships in and out of the ensemble.  The authors 
FRQFOXGHWKDWµWKHELJJHVWLPSOLFDWLRQRf this research for music educators and parents is to 
challenge and rethink the assumption that any kind of music participation is necessarily good 
IRUWKHFKLOG¶S 
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In this project, we challenged similar assumptions in relation to adults, seeking out 
lapsed members of performing groups who might have a different perspective to offer on 
musical participation, having decided or been compelled by their circumstances to cease their 
musical involvement for a period of time.  Through case studies with two performing groups 
and interviews with five of their past and current members, we aimed to address the 
following research questions, and to consider how our findings might inform the recruitment 
and retention strategies of amateur musical groups: 
1. What are the factors that cause adults to continue or cease their musical 
participation? 
2. How is musical participation viewed by those who choose to give up or are no 
longer able to participate? 
3. What can the experiences of former participants offer to an understanding of musical 
participation? 
 
Research methods and contexts 
This project had a gradually evolving design, as the research interests of the three authors 
increasingly overlapped, leading us to seek opportunities to explore these intersections in a 
shared project.  Two initial case studies of amateur performing groups were carried out 
between April and August 2013 by Katy Robinson and Kunshan Goh, under the supervision 
of Stephanie Pitts, as the dissertation component of a Masters in music psychology.  The two 
studies used different methods and theoretical frameworks (outlined below), but arrived at 
broadly similar conclusions, so allowing us to evaluate the usefulness of different 
methodological approaches in this field of research.  We identified common interests between 
these two initial studies in understanding when and why people cease their musical 
involvement: what the factors are in that decision, what people feel to have lost and gained 
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when they leave a performing group, and how an understanding of their experience might 
help to retain and nurture future members of the ensemble.  To pursue these questions further, 
we worked in collaboration on a follow-up study, returning to the two case study ensembles 
and asking for their help in contacting past members, five of whom were interviewed by Katy 
Robinson in January 2014. 
All stages of the study were reviewed and approved according to the University of 
Sheffield¶VHWKLFVSROLF\DOOSDUWLFLSDQWVJDYHLQIRUPHGFRQVHQWIRUWKHUHFRUGLQJDQGXVHRI
their data, and pseudonyms were assigned to all organisations and participants.  The methods 
and participants for the three stages of the project were as follows: 
 
Case study 1: Griffin Concert Band 
This case study formed part of a larger investigation of musical participation through the 
OLIHVSDQZKLFKXVHG0DVORZ¶VKLHUDUFK\RIQHHGVWRH[SORUHWKHFRQWULEXWLRQRI
music to self-actualisation, self-esteem and belonging.  The chosen method was semi-
structured focus group interviews, selected in preference to individual interviews in order to 
create the sense of a conversation between friends and colleagues (Morgan, 1997), and so to 
emulate the ways in which ensemble members interact with each other during and outside 
rehearsals.  Focus groups took place before or after a regular rehearsal, in the same venue, so 
providing an environment that was comfortable and familiar to the participants. The main 
questions covered topics including a typical rehearsal of the ensemble, personal motivations 
for making music, and wider musical activities outside the ensemble, with the schedule being 
flexible enough to accommodate new or dominant topics of discussion.  
The Griffin Concert Band (GCB) was representative in the wider study of a mid-
adulthood group, with an average member age of 45 years, and an entry requirement of Grade 
5 in the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM) or equivalent 
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SHUIRUPDQFHH[DPVEXWQRDXGLWLRQ7KHLUPHPEHUVKLSLVGUDZQIURPWKHEDQG¶VWRZQDQG
surrounding region, being a non-university town in the North Midlands of England.  The 
EDQGZDVIRXQGHGLQDQGLWVZHEVLWHGHVFULEHVLWDVDµFRPPXQLW\ZLQGEDQG¶RIDURXQG
SOD\HUVFRYHULQJDUDQJHRIDJHVDQGSURIHVVLRQVDQGSHUIRUPLQJUHSHUWRLUHµUDQJLQJIURP
marches, selections from musicals, film music, solos and contemporary works for wind band 
WRVDWLVI\DOOPXVLFDOWDVWHV¶*&%JLYHVUHJXODUORFDODQGFKDULW\FRQFHUWVDQGKDVEHHQRQ
several concert tour trips to Europe. Their conductor since 2012 is a recent music graduate; a 
trumpeter who also conducts several other ensembles. 
Sixteen members of the band took part in the focus group and their discussion 
prioritised themes of group belonging and shared performance goals, enjoyment of rehearsals 
and performances, and the sense of emotional stability provided by band membership, which 
was portrayed by several participants as an escape from the pressures of work or family life.  
 
Case study 2: Valleyside Orchestra 
For this study, the methods of participant observation, questionnaire and interview were 
selected to give an immersive account of a single musical group, selected because of its focus 
DVDµGHYHORSPHQW¶HQVHPEOHRSHQWRODWHVWDUWHUVDQGUHWXUQHUVWRRUFKHVWUDOSOD\LQJ7KH
research focused on the learning strategies of adult musicians, and so gleaned information on 
approaches to practice, motivations to participate, and competing pressures in the lives of 
ensemble members. 
Founded in 1977, Valleyside Orchestra (VO) rehearses weekly and gives three concerts 
a year, conducted by an experienced local musician and teacher who has been with the 
ensemble since 2005.  Like GCB, the orchestra has an entry level of Grade 5, but describes 
itself on its website DVSURYLGLQJµDIULHQGO\DQGUHOD[HGDWPRVSKHUHIRUDPDWHXUSOD\HUV>«@
SDUWLFXODUO\ODSVHGDPDWHXUVDQGWKRVHZKRDUHQHZWRRUFKHVWUDOSOD\LQJDQGSHUIRUPLQJ¶
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Membership is drawn mainly from the university city in which the orchestra is based, and 
includes a high proportion of professionals working in health or education, as well as retired 
or voluntary workers.  The average age of participants in the study was 49.5 years, with a 
range from 24 to 71 years amongst the current membership of 62 players. 
PaUWLFLSDQWREVHUYDWLRQZDVDUUDQJHGWKURXJKLQLWLDOFRQWDFWZLWKWKHRUFKHVWUD¶V
conductor, outlining the research aims and making a request to join the cello section of the 
orchestra.  This method has a long tradition in ethnomusicology (Barz & Cooley, 2008) as 
RQHZKLFKDOORZVUHVHDUFKHUVWRµSDUWLDOO\VKDUHWKHGLYHUVHVRFLDOH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHSHRSOH
ZLWKZKRPWKH\ZRUN¶%HUJHU/HVVFRPPRQO\XVHGLQPXVLFSV\FKRORJ\
participant observation offers helpful triangulation (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011: 195) 
with data gathered using other methods, in this case questionnaires and interviews. 
After attending several rehearsals and beginning informal conversations with members, 
Kunshan distributed a questionnaire ± available online and in paper copy ± WRWKHRUFKHVWUD¶V
members, receiving 29 fully completed responses. The questionnaire covered topics including 
UHVSRQGHQWV¶PXVLFDOEDFNJURXQGDQGSOD\LQJH[SHULHQFHWKHLUPRWLYDWLRQVIRUHQJDJLQJLQ
music, including any past lapses in their participation, and their learning processes and 
strategies in rehearsals and private practice.  These topics were then explored further in 
LQGLYLGXDOLQWHUYLHZVZLWKRIWKHTXHVWLRQQDLUHUHVSRQGHQWVDVZHOODVZLWKWKHRUFKHVWUD¶V
conductor and its professional leader (first violinist). 
For this ensemble, the strongest themes in their discussion were their commitment to 
playing and their sense of making musical progress, individually and as a group. Respondents 
also emphasised the friendliness of the ensemble, and the enjoyment of being part of a 
PXVLFDODFWLYLW\WKDWZDVµJUHDWHUWKDQWKHVXPRILWVSDUWV¶ 
 
Follow-up interviews 
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For the follow-up study, we worked together to compare the findings of the two case studies 
DQGFRQGXFWIXUWKHULQYHVWLJDWLRQRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHDVRQVIRUDQGH[SHULHQFHVRIFHDVLQJ
musical involvement.  Having employed a range of methods in the two case studies, we 
selected individual interviews as being most appropriate for the sensitive discussions that 
PLJKWDULVHLQUHODWLRQWRSHRSOH¶VFLUFXPVWDQFHVDQGGHFLVLRQVDURXQGVWRSSLQJSOD\LQJ:H
contacted the conductors of Griffin Concert Band and Valleyside Orchestra to outline the 
aims of our follow-up study, and to ask for their help in recruiting potential interviewees, 
from amongst current members who had experienced a gap in their playing in the past, and 
former members who were still in contact with the ensemble. 
Five volunteers contacted us, and individual interviews were carried out with them, 
following a semi-VWUXFWXUHGVFKHGXOHZKLFKLQFOXGHGTXHVWLRQVRQSOD\HUV¶FKLOGKRRG
involvement in music, their adult experiences of belonging to ensembles, and the reasons and 
experiences surrounding their decision to cease playing.  We also asked about the benefits of 
musical participation as they saw them when they were involved, how those views changed 
subsequently, and whether other activities had replaced the gains of musical involvement 
during the years when they were no longer playing.  All interviews were recorded and 
transcribed, and the participants were allocated a pseudonym, the code FI to denote follow-up 
interview, and ensemble initials (GCB or VO) to indicate their current or former membership.  
Data gathered through the case studies is coded similarly in the discussion that follows, with 
the source indicated as an interview (I), questionnaire (Q) or focus group (FG). 
 
Aims and analytical approach 
Having outlined the three stages of our data collection, our focus for analysis in this article 
will be on the indicators and experiences of ceasing participation that were revealed in the 
data, including the views of current members about the drawbacks and challenges of 
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ensemble membership, and those of past members about how and why they decided to cease 
participation.  While this focus risks presenting a more negative portrayal of musical 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQWKDQLVUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶RYHUDOOH[perience (and is more usually 
reported in the research literature; e.g. Pitts, 2005; Finnegan, 2007), it will become clear that 
decisions about withdrawing from an ensemble are not made lightly, and the positive value of 
musical participation is revealed in the sense of loss and regret expressed by former 
members.  Even continuing members are constantly, even if not consciously, weighing up the 
benefits and costs of participation, with the summer break in rehearsals, for example, 
providing a natural pause for this reflection.  Our investigations reveal the continuum from 
temporary breaks in rehearsing, through drifting into non-participation, to a considered or 
enforced decision to stop permanently.  
The themes in the discussion below are drawn from the data from current and past 
members of the two case study ensembles, and illustrate how the balance between enjoying 
participation and needing to stop can be tipped by family circumstances, personal doubts and 
musical disappointments.  Our five interviewees from the follow-up study all presented 
different profiles as lapsed or returning players, and so we have taken those profiles as the 
starting point for our analysis, weaving the broader evidence from the case studies into the 
narratives of the follow-up interviews, in order to give a rich, qualitative description of a 
range of experiences of ceasing participation.  After discussing the evidence in the section 
that follows, we will review the implications of our findings for promoting and sustaining 
musical participation, and for articulating the benefits of amateur music-making to a wider 
audience in times of financial and political uncertainty for the arts.  
 
Thematic discussion: five stories of dropping in and dropping out 
Steve (FI-GCB): the enthusiastic returner 
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Like all of our interviewees and many of the case study participants, Steve (now in his early 
sixties) had begun his musical involvement with classroom recorder lessons in primary 
school, progressing after a couple of years to the school band where he was allocated a ³YHU\
shiny, very interesting-looking´ French horn.  Lessons provided through the school led to 
PHPEHUVKLSRIWKHFRXQW\\RXWKRUFKHVWUDZKHUH6WHYHGHVFULEHV³EHLQJDEVROXWHO\EORZQ
away by the sound of the orchestra when I first sat in LW´:KHQWKHWLPHFDPHWROHDYH
school and return his hired instrument, his music teacher invited him to keep it, and for the 
next few years continued to involve Steve in school performances. When the horn was 
HYHQWXDOO\JLYHQEDFNWRWKHVFKRRO³that was the end of my playing career at that time 
EHFDXVH,MXVWFRXOGQRWDIIRUGWRGRDQ\WKLQJDERXWLW´± and because work, voluntary 
DFWLYLWLHVDQG³JRLQJRXWDQGKDYLQJDJRRGWLPH´PHDQWWKDW³PXVLFZDVVWDUWLQJWRWDNHDELW
of a back seat at that point´ 
7KHIDFWRUVWKDW6WHYH¶VVWRU\KLJKOLJKWVDUHE\QRPHDQVXQXVXDODVXSSRUWLYHPXVLF
teacher and instrumental tutor providing encouragement and opportunities, positive 
experiences of playing in youth ensembles, and a resigned acceptance of an end to playing 
after school years, as priorities and circumstances changed.  Other respondents from the case 
studies report similar experiences of losing access to an instrument ± ³PRYHGDZD\IURP
KRPHQRSLDQR´&DUO4-VO) ± or of stopping playing at the start of university or working 
OLIH³ZKHQ,MRLQHGXQLYHUVLW\VWXG\DQGJRLQJRXWWRRNSULRULW\DQG,UDUHO\SOD\HGP\
YLROLQDVGLGQ¶WZLVKWRGLVWXUEKRXVHPDWHV´9DQHVVD4-VO).   
Several decades later, Steve was visiting a military exhibition in London when he saw 
WKHDUP\EDQG¶VLQVWUXPHQWVVHWRXWRQWDEOHVDQGDVNHGWRtry the French horn.  He described 
KRZKH³PDGHDKRUULEOHQRLVHDQGZDONHGDZD\VD\LQJµQRQHYHUHYHUJRLQJWRKDSSHQ¶´,t 
ZDVDQRWKHUWHQ\HDUVEHIRUHKHKDG³DQH%D\PRPHQW´DQGSHUVuaded himself that he had 
sufficient time and disposable income to make the purchase that had been out of his reach 
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ZKHQKHKDQGHGEDFNWKHVFKRRO)UHQFKKRUQ³$QGVR,VWDUWHGSOD\LQJDJDLQDQGIRXQGWKDW
after a week or so, it was a bit like riding a bike; I got some play along CDs and started with 
WKRVH´ 
At all stages of his narrative, Steve played down the effort and commitment involved in 
his musical activities, though he did describe both his adult and teenage involvement as 
³LPPHUVLYH´JLYLQJWKLVDFFRXQWRIKLVVFKRROSUDFWLVLQJURXWLQH³,¶GEHHQJLYHQWKLV
RSSRUWXQLW\DQG,¶GGHFLGHG,ZDVJRLQJWRJLYHLWDJR± every single lunch time I was 
SUDFWLVLQJDQGHYHU\QLJKW,ZDVSUDFWLVLQJ\RXNQRZ,FRPSOHWHO\LPPHUVHGP\VHOILQLW´
From his PHPEHUVKLSRIHQVHPEOHVDVDWHHQDJHUKHYDOXHG³EHLQJDEOHWRSDUWLFLSDWHLQ
FUHDWLQJVRPHWKLQJ´UHFDOOLQJVWURQJIULHQGVKLSVDVZHOODVWKHsatisfying challenges of 
shared musical goals$IWHUKLV³H%D\PRPHQW´6WHYHVHDUFKHGIRUHQVHPEOHVWRMRLQLQhis 
local area, and at the time of his interview was a member of two wind bands, an orchestra, a 
wind quintet and several octets, as well as being on the organising committee of the 
orchestra.  He describes his adult involvement in musical terms, though the social side is still 
FOHDUO\LPSRUWDQW³,WKLQNWKDW,SUREDEO\KDYHDEHWWHUDSSUHFLDWLRQRIZKDWZH¶UHVXSSRVHG
WREHWU\LQJWRDFKLHYHRXWRIWKHPXVLF>«@,¶YHEHHQIL[DWHGRQPDNLQJVXUHWKHVRXQGV
KDYHFRPHRXW>«@EXWQRZ,¶PVWDUWLQJWRSURJUHVV in my own ability, I think, to make it 
PRUHPXVLFDO´ 
6WHYH¶VVWRU\LVVWULNLQJLQWKHKLJKYDOXHWKDWKHDVFULEHVWRPXVLFDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQ
GHVSLWHKLVODSVHRIDURXQGWKLUW\\HDUVLQSOD\LQJPXVLFKLPVHOI+LVJUHDWHVWUHJUHWLV³QRW
having carried on IRUHYHU>«@,WKLQNE\QRZ,ZRXOGKDYHEHHQVXFKDSKHQRPHQDOSOD\HU´
± DQGHYHQDUHWXUQ³WHQ\HDUVVRRQHUZKHQ,KDGWKDWILUVWHQFRXQWHU´ZRXOGKDYHHQDEOHG
KLPWRVSHQGPRUH\HDUVSXUVXLQJKLV³DEVROXWHSDVVLRQ´7KHHIIRUWDQGHQWKXVLDVPRIKLV
teenage participation appears to have provided a strong foundation to return to in adult life, 
giving Steve not just the musical and technical facility needed for ensemble membership, but 
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WKHVHQVHRISXUSRVHLQSOD\LQJPXVLFZLWKRWKHUSHRSOH6WHYH¶VQDUUDtive is a clear example 
of how latent musical identity can be revived later in life once other family, work and social 
demands have been fulfilled ± but it also raises questions over the potentially greater benefits 
of sustaining participation alongside those demands, with Steve showing retrospective regret 
IRUKLVµORVW¶\HDUVDVDPXVLFLDQ.   
 
Brian (FI-VO): the reluctant retiree 
%ULDQ¶VPXVLFDOOLIHKLVWRU\EHJDQZLWKDUHFRUGHUDQGDEDE\JUDQGSLDQRLQWKHKRPHERWK
of which he OHDUQWWRSOD\³LQKLVRZQZD\´0usic lessons in school were minimal, but an 
HQWKXVLDVWLFFKRLUPDVWHU³LQVLVWHG´WKDWWKHZKROHVFKRROVDQJDQRUDWRULRHYHU\\HDU.  Also a 
member of the Methodist church choir, the congruent skills and values of home and school 
music made partLFLSDWLRQDQRUPDOSDUWRI%ULDQ¶VHYHU\GD\OLIHLQFRPPRQZLWKRWKHUVRI
this post-retirement generation (Pitts, 2012), including some of the case study respondents: 
Julia (I-92IRUH[DPSOHGHVFULEHGKRZPXVLFZDV³YHU\PXFKSDUWRIWKLQJV´LQKHUIDPily, 
ZLWKDSLDQRLQWKHKRPHWULSVWRFRQFHUWVZLWKSDUHQWVDQGUHODWLYHVZKR³DOZD\VVDQJLQ
FKRLUV´DVZHOODVDWFKXUFKDQGDURXQGWKHSLDQRDW&KULVWPDV 
%ULDQ¶VLQYROYHPHQWLQPXVLFZKLOHVWXG\LQJDQRWKHUVXEMHFWDWXQLYHUVLW\FRQVLVWHGRI
building his own record player and listening repeatedly to classical records, from which he 
³OHDUQWDERXWKDUPRQ\>«@DQGLQVWUXPHQWDWLRQWRVRPHH[WHQW´%HJLQQLQJDFDUHHULQ
teacher training, Brian glossed modestly over the fact that he was at this time playing the 
SLDQRIRUVFKRRODVVHPEOLHVDQGKDYLQJRERHOHVVRQV³,WKLQN,PLJKWKDYHEHHQDPHPEHURI
a choir by then; I was in several orchestras, the polytechnic orchestra and something else, 
playing oboe ± VHFRQGRERHDOZD\VVHFRQGRERHQHYHUILUVW´ This tendency to play down 
considerable involvement in music was not uncommon: the majority of the Valleyside 
Orchestra respondents were or had been members of other ensembles, and for those who have 
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the time, it seems that variety and quantity of ensemble playing are part of the pleasure of 
being an active amateur musician, illustrating Stebbins¶ µYDOXHFRPPLWPHQW¶LQWKH
ongoing search for new musical challenges. 
As his own children became interested in music, Brian became a role model for their 
pUDFWLFHURXWLQHVGHFLGLQJ³WKHUH¶VWZRZD\V\RXFDQEXOO\>WKHP@RU\RXFDQGHPRQVWUDWH´
+LVRZQKDELWZDVWR³>SUDFWLVH@GLOLJHQWO\KDOIDQKRXULQWKHPRUQLQJDQGDQRWKHUWZHQW\
minutes at night ± PXFKWR>WKHIDPLO\¶V@DQQR\DQFHEHFDXVH,ZRXOGQ¶WJLYHXS´± another 
example of how Brian integrated a strong commitment to music with the demands of work 
and family life.  Two of his children subsequently gave up their instruments, but his now 
adult son still plays and singsDQGKDYLQJ³PXVLFLQWKHIDPLO\´LVFOHDUO\DVRXUFHRISULGHWR
%ULDQ2WKHUVLQWKH9DOOH\VLGH2UFKHVWUDFDVHVWXG\VSRNHVLPLODUO\RIKDYLQJ³KHOSHGDOO
WKUHHRIP\FKLOGUHQWRSUDFWLVHSLDQRDQGRQHRUFKHVWUDOLQVWUXPHQWHDFK´$JQHV4-VO) 
DQGJDLQHGVDWLVIDFWLRQIURP³ZDWFKLQJ all five of my children play very expertly in the 
>\RXWKRUFKHVWUD@DQGIHHOLQJSURXGWKDWWKH\KDYHVWXFNDWLWDQGSUDFWLVHG´,ULV4-VO).  
7KHF\FOHRILQIOXHQFLQJDQGEHLQJLQIOXHQFHGE\FKLOGUHQ¶VLQVWUXPHQWDOOHDUQLQJKDGDOVR
prompted some members to return to playing once their children began practising in the 
home: Quinn (Q-92³UHVWDUWHGZKHQ>KLV@GDXJKWHUVWDUWHGOHVVRQV´DQG5DFKHO4-92³DV
>KHU@FKLOGUHQJUHZXSWRRNXSYLROLQDJDLQDQGKDGOHVVRQVZLWKXQLYHUVLW\PXVLFVWXGHQWV´ 
The eIIHFWVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VPXVLFOHDUQLQJRQDGXOWV¶SDUWLFLSDWLRQYDULHGEHWZHHQ
respondents: for some, childcare demands proved to be an obstacle to ensemble membership, 
while for others rehearsals were a welcome escape ± ³,KDYHIRXUFKLOGUHQDQGLW¶VJRRGWR get 
RXW´)UDQN4-VO).  Female respondents were more likely to refer to the challenge of 
³WU\LQJWRNHHSLWXSZKHQKDYLQJVPDOOFKLOGUHQDQGDMRE´+HDWKHU4-VO) or to see their 
absence as inevitable during those years; however, this was by no means a universal decision, 
DQGIRUVRPHWKHHQVHPEOHKDGSURYLGHGYDOXDEOHVRFLDOFRQWLQXLW\ZKLOH³DGMXVWLQJWR
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PRWKHUKRRG´.DWH4-VO).  Jenny (FI-VO), whose story follows later in this section, 
GHVFULEHGKHUFXUUHQWSOD\LQJDV³QRWUHJXODUEHFDXVHRIKDYLQJa baby ± EXWWKDW¶VDQH[FXVH
WREHIDLU,FRXOGJHWRXWPRUH´WKLVVOLJKWO\JXLOW\UHVSRQVHSHUKDSVVXPVXSWKHEDODQFLQJ
of responsibility to the family and the ensemble, which tips different ways for different 
participants, according to their circumstances and commitments. 
5HWXUQLQJWR%ULDQ¶VVWRU\KLVGHFLVLRQWRFHDVHSOD\LQJZDVDQHQIRUFHGRQHGXHWR
declining health, and he spoke with regret of his shortage of breath and his fingers slowing 
down: ³,FDQSOD\ZLWKWKLV>KDQG@RND\EXWWKLVRQHLVUDWKHUVORZDQG\RXFDQ¶WGRLWZLWKD
ZLQGLQVWUXPHQW´%ULDQGHVFULEHGKRZKHIHOW³DVKDPHGRI>KLPVHOI@´LQHQVHPEOHV as he 
perceived his skills to be declining, but the regret expressed by the conductors as he resigned 
his membership suggests that he made an early decision to withdraw from performance.  
Although he now views himself as a former player, Brian is still musically active, teaching 
piano and conducting a brass group, and he expressed contentment with his current level of 
LQYROYHPHQWVD\LQJWKDW³KDELWVFKDQJHDV\RXJHWROGHU´$OWKRXJKFRQFHUWDWWHQGDQFHKDV
become frustrating because of his hearing aids ± ³LI,WDNHWKHPRXW,FDQ¶WKHDUDQGLI,OHDYH
WKHPLQLW¶VWRRORXG´±  being in the audience for his former ensembles bring the social 
SOHDVXUHRIEHLQJUHFRJQLVHGDQGZHOFRPHGVRNHHSLQJDQHOHPHQWRIWKH³EHLQJSDUW´WKDWKH
enjoyed as a player.   
Making a contribution is clearly important to Brian, who summed up his current 
musicDODFWLYLW\E\VD\LQJWKDW³LWSOHDVHVPHLPPHQVHO\WRGRWKLVZRUNEHFDXVH,DFWXDOO\
ORYHGWHDFKLQJDQGLWPHDQV,¶PEHLQJXVHIXO´,QWKLVHYDOXDWLRQRIKLVFXUUHQWDFWLYLW\KH
illustrates the careful balancing of personal satisfaction and social responsibility that 
underpins his story, from being a paternal role model to leaving an ensemble in which he no 
longer felt himself to be making his best musical contribution.  Across the narratives in this 
study, a sense of pride and self-evaluation emerge as components of musical identity, 
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explaining both the affirmation that belonging to an ensemble can bring, and the self-doubt 
that causes others to cease participation. 
 
Jenny (FI-VO): the stressed withdrawer  
The youngest of our Valleyside Orchestra interviewees, in her early thirties, Jenny stated 
HDUO\LQWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQWKDW³,¶GORYHWRVWLOOEHSOD\LQJUHDOO\EXW,¶PQRW´/LNHWKHRWKHU
VO members, she had begun her musical career on the recorder, then progressed to the flute, 
suppRUWHGE\DPRWKHUZKRZDVD³µEHWWHU\RXUVHOI¶NLQGRIZRPDQ´and encouraged Jenny 
and her siblings through instrumental lessons and membership of a community wind band.  
-HQQ\UHFDOOHGEHLQJ³FRQGLWLRQHGWRFRSHZLWKWKHDQ[LHW\RI>SHUIRUPLQJ@IURPDQHDrly 
DJH´VXJJHVWLQJWKDWKHUPXVLFDOH[SHULHQFHVKDGQRWDOZD\VEHHQSOHDVXUDEOHWKRXJKVKH
spoke fondly of the community band she played in as a teenager.  Asked about her motivation 
for joining school ensemblesVKHVWDWHGWKDWVKH³GLGQ¶WUHDOO\UHPHPber having a choice, but 
GHILQLWHO\HQMR\HGLW´VRVKRZLQJOHVVRIWKHGULYHWRSDUWLFLSDWHH[SUHVVHGE\6WHYH),-
GCB) and Brian (FI-VO), and perhaps prefiguring her later withdrawal from musical activity. 
Jenny laughed as she described the standard of the orchestra that she joined at 
XQLYHUVLW\VD\LQJWKDWVKH³DQGWKHODGQH[WWRPHZHUHWKHZRUVWLQWKHRUFKHVWUDEXWQRRQH
FDUHG>«@,RQFHSOD\HGDQHQWLUHZURQJSLHFHDQGQRERG\HYHQQRWLFHG´+HUSDVWSOD\LQJ
was clearly recalled as a source of fun and pleasure, but perhaps not something in which she 
KDGLQYHVWHGWKHWLPHDQGSUDFWLFHGHVFULEHGE\RWKHUUHVSRQGHQWV,QKHUDGPLVVLRQWKDW³,¶P
TXLWHFRQILGHQWDQGEOXII\ZKLFKJRWPHWKURXJK´there are precursors of what Jenny calls 
KHU³PXVLFDOEUHDNGRZQ´DVDPRUHVXSHUILFLDOOHYHORIVNLOO- and technique-building in 
adolescence appears to have left Jenny with fewer resources to draw upon in her adult 
participation compared, for example, with Steve (FI-*&%DQGKLV³LPPHUVLYH´SUDFWLFH
routine while at school.  While Jenny did say that she and friends used to take home the 
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PXVLFIURPWKHLUFRQFHUWEDQGVKHGHVFULEHGWKLVDV³DELWJHHN\´ZKHUHPRUHJRDO-oriented 
musicians would have considered this a normal part of ensemble membership. Theories of 
motivation in musical activity (e.g. 2¶1HLOO & McPherson, 2002) would support this 
conjecture, as the high level of self-critique and intrinsic drive required for sustained 
LQYHVWPHQWLQLQVWUXPHQWDOVWXG\LVODUJHO\DEVHQWIURP-HQQ\¶VVWRU\, which displays instead 
the maladaptive tendency to avoid challenge and seek enjoyment within an existing skill 
level. 
Consistent with this analysis, -HQQ\¶VGLVLOOXVLRQPHQWZLWKSOD\LQJFDPHZKHQWKH
standards and demands of the Valleyside Orchestra began to outweigh the commitment that 
she was willing and able to give.  Her reasons for leaving the orchestra included the 
demanding rehearsal schedule, including a requirement to rehearse on public holidays that 
VKHUHIXVHG³EHFDXVH,WKLQNZKHQ\RXZRUNIXOOWLPHGD\VOLNHWKDWDUHUHDOO\SUHFLRXV´
Jenny took several breaks from the orchestra before deciding to leave completely when she 
IHOWLQFUHDVLQJO\WKDW³\RX¶UHHLWKHULQWKHRUFKHVWUDRURXW´± DQ³DOORUQRWKLQJ´DSSURDFK
VLPLODUWR%ULDQ¶V),-92UHVSRQVHWRKLVKHDOWKSUREOHPV$ORQJVLGH-HQQ\¶VVWDWHGPXVLFDO
reasons for leaving, however, she reports suffering a family bereavement and beginning a 
stressful job, both of which caused hHUWRORVHWKHVHQVHRI³HVFDSLVP´WKDWWKHRUFKHVWUDKDG
previously offered.   $VWKHVWUHVVRIKHUSHUVRQDOOLIHUHDFKHGD³FROOLGLQJSRLQW´ZLWKWKH
GHPDQGVRIUHKHDUVDOV-HQQ\ZLWKGUHZIURPWKHRUFKHVWUDUHSRUWLQJKRZ³IRUPDQ\PDQ\
0RQGD\V,¶GIHHO DELWEHUHIWOLNHµWKLVLVZKHQ,¶GQRUPDOO\EHJRLQJWRUHKHDUVDOV¶´
-HQQ\¶VVWRU\LVDQH[DPSOHRIPXVLFDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQEHFRPLQJPRUHFRVWO\than beneficial to 
ZHOOEHLQJWKRXJKVKHVWLOOIHHOV³VDG´DERXWLWVORVVDQGKDVFRQVLGHUHGMRLQLQJRWKHU³HDVLHU´
RUFKHVWUDVDGPLWWLQJWKDW³,¶YHGHILQLWHO\VWLOOJRWDKDQJXSDERXWLW± and yet at the same 
WLPHPLVVLW´ 
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Jenny described a loss of musical confidence, exacerbated but not attributed by her to 
her health and stress problems, in which she became increasingly concerned that she was 
³OHWWLQJSHRSOHGRZQ´WKURXJKKHUSOD\LQJ³(YHU\RQHHOVHLVSOD\LQJDQGSUDFWLVLQJUHDOO\
KDUGDQGLI\RXVFUHZXS\RXUELW\RXOHWWKHHQWLUHRUFKHVWUDGRZQ´+HUVHOI-consciousness 
as a musician was evident in KHUGHVFULSWLRQRIWXQLQJXSDWWKHVWDUWRIUHKHDUVDOV³,DOZD\V
IHHOWKDWHYHU\RQH¶VOLVWHQLQJWR\RXDQGHYHU\RQH¶VOLVWHQLQJIRUZKHWKHU\RX¶YHQRWLFHGLI
\RX¶UHLQWXQHRUQRW´)LQGLQJKHUVHOIRXWRIKHUGHSWKLQWKHRUFKHVWUD-HQQ\DSSHDUHGWR
have doubted her earlier musical achievements, describing how her first instrumental lessons 
ZHUH³RQWKHFKHDSIURPDSHUVRQGRZQWKHURDG´DQGSRLQWLQJRXWGHILFLHQFLHVLQKHUVLJKW-
reading skills.  In re-telling her musical story to fit with her changed circumstances as a 
lapsed player, Jenny illustrates how musical identity is vulnerable to levels of self-confidence 
and the need for affirmation by others: the same story might be told by someone else as a 
temporary clash of external pressures and commitments, still open to resolution in the future, 
but for Jenny the sequence of events had caused a complete reappraisal of herself as a 
musician (cf. Bluck & Habermas, 2000).  
-HQQ\¶VVHQVHRIVWUHVVDQGVHOI-consciousness in the orchestra was by no means unique, 
DVVHYHUDORWKHUUHVSRQGHQWVUHSRUWHGILQGLQJWKHLUILUVWUHKHDUVDO³PRUHFKDOOHQJLQJWKDQ,
FRXOGPDQDJH´-XOLD,-92RUILQGLQJLW³KDUGDQGIUXVWUDWLQJZKHQ,FDQ¶WSOD\VRPHWKLQJ´
(Rachel, I-VO).  For continuing players, these stresses were balanced by the satisfaction of 
being aware of their playing improving over time, or experiencing the support of other 
players and the conductor in gaining confidence as a member of the ensemble.  Some had 
previously sought out groups better suited to their level of ability and commitment, 
UHFRJQLVLQJWKDWWKHSUREOHPZDVLQWKHLU³ILW´WRWKHHQVHPEOHDVPXFKDVWKHLURZQPXVLFDO
limitations.  The difference in whether these musical struggles led to continuing or ceasing 
playing appeared to be a personal one, as the experience of musical participation intersected 
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with other aspects of daily life, providing enrichment or escape for some people, but 
additional pressure for others like Jenny.  Despite the emotional distress of her final months 
in the orchestra, Jenny still articulated ± and missed ± the positive experience of musical 
participation, so illustrating the fine line between the costs and benefits of playing music: 
³ZKHQ\RX¶UHDOOSOD\LQJWRJHWKHUDQGDWXQHFRPHVRXWRIZKDW\RX¶UHDOOGRLQJ>«@,GRQ¶W
WKLQNWKHUH¶VDQ\WKLQJOLNHLWRQHDUWK´ 
 
Laura (FI-GCB): the tired outsider 
The now familiar story of playing recorder in primary school and progressing to clarinet 
lessons and the school orchestra ZDV/DXUD¶VLQWURGXFWLRQWRPXVLF-making, supported by a 
father who ³WULHGLQVWUXPHQWV´KLPVHOIRQFHKLVGDXJKWHUKDGEHJXQOHVVRQV$VVKHEHJDQ
her working life she joined a local wind band, seeking out a new ensemble when she re-
located for work, and giving both musical and social reasons for continuing SOD\LQJ³WRSOD\
my clarinet, and I suppose to get to know other people around here; for the experience, for 
WKHIXQRISOD\LQJDQLQVWUXPHQW´$WIDFHYDOXHWKLVVHHPVWREHDQH[DPSOHRIVRPHRQH
wanting to maintain their existing level of skill on an instrument and to use this for social 
QHWZRUNLQJRXWVLGHZRUNWKHQDUUDWLYHRI³LPSURYLQJ´SOD\LQJUHSRUWHGE\6WHYH),-GCB) 
and a high proportion of VO questionnaire respondents was not a priority for Laura, who 
sought out a friendly ensemble to join aQGDYRLGHGEDQGVZKHUH³LWZDVTXLWHIRUPDODQG\RX
KDYHWRGRDQDXGLWLRQ´ 
Given the social expectations that Laura brought to her band membership, she 
H[SUHVVHGXQGHUVWDQGDEOHGLVDSSRLQWPHQWRQILQGLQJWKDW³VRPHRI>WKHPHPEHUV@ZHUH
welcoming but they DOUHDG\KDGDOOWKHLUIULHQGV\RXNQRZ´6KHVSHFXODWHGWKDWWKLVLVD
FRPPRQSUREOHPDPRQJVWDPDWHXUPXVLFLDQVVWDWLQJWKDW³,¶YHQHYHUIRXQGWKHP
SDUWLFXODUO\VRFLDOO\RXWJRLQJ>«@PD\EHPXVLFLDQVDUHTXLWHVK\LQJHQHUDOEHFDXVHWKH\
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express themselYHVWKURXJKWKHLUPXVLF´/DXUDIRXQGWKHFRIIHHEUHDNV³QHYHUYHU\HDV\´
DQGDOWKRXJKVKH³JRWRQTXLWHZHOOZLWKWKHSHRSOH>VKH@VDWQH[WWR´WKHHQVHPEOHFOHDUO\
failed in its intended function of helping her to meet people in her new location.  
Interestingly, other case study respondents made no mention of the coffee breaks in 
rehearsals, though both groups included this feature: perhaps these breaks become significant 
only when they feel awkward or uncomfortable, but are otherwise taken for granted.  One 
UHVSRQGHQWGHVFULEHGWKH9DOOH\VLGH2UFKHVWUDDVEHLQJ³PXFKPRUHIULHQGO\WKDQRWKHU
JURXSV,¶YHSOD\HGLQHOVHZKHUH´)DLWK4-92VXSSRUWLQJ/DXUD¶VYLHZWKDWIULHQGOLQHVVLV
not an automatic feature of making music together; however, another Griffin Concert Band 
PHPEHUVXJJHVWHGWKDW³PXVLFDOSHRSOHDUHPRVWO\JHQHUDOO\IULHQGO\SHRSOHDQG\RXFDQ
walk in and \RXEHORQJ´-DQH)*-GCB).  Like Laura, some other respondents had used 
ensemble membership as a way of connecting with a new location, as was the case when Phil 
(FG-*&%³ZHQWWR$XVWUDOLDDQGVSHQWDIHZPRQWKVWKHUHDQG,ZDVDEOHWRMRLQDEDQGDQG
LWJDYHPHDVRFLDOOLIHRXWWKHUHDVZHOODVWKHZRUNLQJ´,WVHHPVWKDW/DXUD¶VH[SHFWDWLRQRI
ILQGLQJ³FRPSDQ\DQGFDPDUDGHULH´,ULV4-VO) in an ensemble is widely shared, but that 
most members find this mainly through the collective musical effort, rather than the 
LQWHUOXGHVEHWZHHQSOD\LQJ³,WFDQEHVRFLDEOHWKRXJKZLWKRXWKDYLQJWRWDONWRSHRSOHµFRV
\RX¶UHEXV\SOD\LQJ´6DUDK)*-GCB). 
/DXUD¶VIHHOLQJVRIEHLQJRQWKHRXWVLGHRIWKHHQVHPEOHZHUHH[DFHUEDWHGE\KHU
tiredness DQG³watching thHFORFN´ during rehearsals, realising over a period of time that 
)ULGD\QLJKWUHKHDUVDOVZHUH³QRWQHFHVVDULO\SXWWLQJPHLQWKHEHVWPRRGRUOHDYLQJPHZLWK
enough energy to enjoy the weekend´ 7KURXJKRXW/DXUD¶VDFFRXQWRIKHUUHDVRQVIRU
leaving the ensemble, musical reasons were intertwined with external circumstances, so that 
it is unclear whether changes to the night and length of the rehearsal, or the sociability of 
other band members, would necessarily have encouraged her to stay ± or conversely, whether 
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with better health and different relationship status she might have enjoyed rehearsals more.  
Some case study respondents had used their ensemble membership to help them through 
comparably difficult situations, including one sufferer of depression, who talked openly of 
KRZ³VRPHWLPHVPXPKDVWRDEVROXWHO\GUDJPHRXW>RI@WKHIODWE\P\HDUEXW\RXJHWKHUH
DQGLWDOOJRHVULJKWDQG\RXMXVWUHOD[DQG\RXUEUDLQILOOVXSDJDLQ´'XQFDQ)*-GCB).  
Whether participation is helpful to people in difficult circumstances appears to vary between 
individuals, but is perhaps more likely when other band members (like 'XQFDQ¶VPXPDUH
aware of its potentially restorative function and can help to ensure this need is met. 
Laura ended her interview by offering another factor to consider in understanding why 
SHRSOHFHDVHSDUWLFLSDWLRQ³DQRWKHUWKLQJWKDW¶VTXLWHVLJQLILFDQWLQKRZSHRSOHFDQ
SDUWLFLSDWHLVZKHUHWKH\OLYHVRKRSHIXOO\\RX¶OOWDNHWKDWLQWRDFFRXQWEHFDXVH,GRQ¶WIHHO
like I live close enough to >DELJFLW\@WRJRWKHUHLQWKHHYHQLQJDQGURXQGKHUHWKHUH¶VQRW
YHU\PXFK´/DXUDZDVULJKWWKDWTXDQWLW\DQGGLYHUVLW\RIRSSRUWXQLWLHVZDVPRUH
represented in the city-based Valleyside Orchestra responses, and had led Adrian (I-VO) to 
offer the adviFHWKDW³LI\RXFDQ¶WILQGVRPHWKLQJZKLFKLVWKHULJKWOHYHO>«@DVNDURXQG
FDXVHWKHUH¶VORDGVRIPXVLFDWHYHU\OHYHO´)RUSOD\HUVOLNH/DXUDZKRSHUFHLYHGD
VKRUWDJHRIRSSRUWXQLWLHVIDLOLQJWRILQGDJRRG³ILW´ZLWKDQDYDLODEOHHQVHPEOHZDVPRUe of 
a problem than for those people who had tried several different groups until settling on the 
one that best met their musical and social needs.   
 
Mary (FI-VO): the contented reminiscer 
0DU\¶VVWRU\EHJLQVZLWKDIDWKHUZKRSOD\HGUHFRUGV loudly on a Sunday morning, also 
taking her to concerts, and encouraging her playing of the recorder in primary school and 
later the piano.  Now in her early seventies, Mary recalled singing in the school choir, then 
joining her college Gilbert and Sullivan society, while her playing career began with seeing 
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an advert in the post office for a clarinet costing £16.  Her approach to learning was 
SDUWLFLSDWRU\IURPWKHRXWVHW³,GLGQ¶WKDYHDQ\OHVVRQVDWWKDWWLPH± ,FDQ¶WLPDJLQHZK\,
GLGQ¶W± but I somehow managed to join an orchestra, and I was helped by another clarinettist, 
DQGWKHFRQGXFWRUZDVYHU\JRRGDVZHOO´/HVVRQVGLGIROORZDIWHUFROOHJHDQG0DU\WKHQ
joined a music evening class, and later the same polytechnic orchestra mentioned by Brian 
(FI-VO).   Like Laura (FI-GCB), Mary looked for an ensemble to join on moving to a new 
FLW\IRUERWKPXVLFDODQGVRFLDOUHDVRQV³,MXVWHQMR\HGUHDOO\EHLQJLQWKHZKROHEXVLQHVVRI
contributing to something that sounded reasonably nice; being part of a new group, making 
IULHQGVWKDWVRUWRIWKLQJ´7KHUHZHUHIXUWKHUVLPLODULWLHVLQKHUGLVOLNHRIIHHOLQJH[SRVHGLQ
WKHHQVHPEOHFRQWHQWLQKHUSRVLWLRQDVVHFRQGFODULQHWVKHIRXQGWKDW³LIWKHILUVWFODULQHW
was off and I had to do it, I really hated it, and I goWH[WUHPHO\QHUYRXV´ 
0DU\¶VUHDVRQVIRUOHDYLQJWKH9DOOH\VLGH2UFKHVWUDDERXWIRXU\HDUVDJRZHUHD
combination of the age-related declining health mentioned by Brian (FI-VO) and the feelings 
of being below standard reported by Jenny (FI-92³LWFUHSW XSRQPHUHDOO\WKDW,ZDVQ¶W
doing the orchestra any good, and that it would be much nicer if they had a better second 
FODULQHWWLVW>«@DQRWKHUUHDVRQZDVWKDW,FDQ¶WHDVLO\GULYHLQWKHGDUNVRHYHQLQJWKLQJV
>ZHUH@WRRGLIILFXOW´/LNH/DXUD),-GCB), Mary balanced musical and personal reasons in 
her account, but unlike the other lapsed players, she seemed content with her decision and 
KDGHQMR\HGVWD\LQJLQWRXFKZLWKHQVHPEOHPHPEHUVDQGDWWHQGLQJWKHRUFKHVWUD¶VFRQFHUWV
At her final rehearsalVKHKDGODXQFKHGWKHLGHDRIDµ)ULHQGVRIWKH2UFKHVWUD¶VFKHPH
though noted that this had never grown above seven or eight members.  As an audience 
PHPEHUVKHQRZ³ORYH>V@WRVLWDWWKHIURQW>DQG@VHHKRZWKHZKROHRUFKHVWUDZRUNV\RX
know, from thHRWKHUVLGH´VRGUDZLQJRQKHUSDVWH[SHULHQFHRISOD\LQJLQKHUQHZSKDVHRI
musical engagement as a listener.  This contrasts with Steve (FI-GCB), who rarely listened 
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deliberately to classical music while not playing it, and Jenny (FI-92ZKRZDV³WRR 
WUDXPDWLVHG>«@WROLVWHQ´DIWHUORVLQJKHUFRQILGHQFHDVDSHUIRUPHU 
0DU\¶VRQO\H[SUHVVLRQRIUHJUHWFDPHLQKHUGHVFULSWLRQVRIDWWHPSWLQJWRSOD\PRUH
UHFHQWO\DQGILQGLQJWKDW³,¶YHFRPSOHWHO\ORVWWKDWVNLOO´VKHGHVFULEHGKRZZKHQWU\LQJWR
pick RXW&KULVWPDVFDUROVRQDWR\NH\ERDUG³,FRXOGEDUHO\JHWWKHLQWHUYDOVULJKWDQG,KDG
QRLGHDZKDWWRGRZLWKP\OHIWKDQGDWDOO´/LNH%ULDQ),-VO), there is an element of pride 
LQQRWZDQWLQJWRGRWKLQJVEDGO\0DU\GHVFULEHGIHHOLQJ³DUHDOWZLW´RQWKDWRFFDVLRQDQG
ZRXOG³MXVWIHHOWRRVLOO\´LIVKHDWWHPSWHGWRSOD\FKDPEHUPXVLFZLWKIULHQGV/RVLQJ
musical and technical skill with age is clearly a factor in older members deciding to leave 
ensembles, and other case study respondents noted or anticipated their own mental and 
SK\VLFDOGHWHULRUDWLRQ³DV,JHWROGHUPHPRU\FKDQJHVDQGLW¶VPRUHGLIILFXOWIRUWKLQJVWR
VWLFN´5DFKHO4-92DQG³P\OHIWDUPDQGQHFNFDQJHWSDLQIXOLI,SUDFWLVHIRUWRRORQJ´
(Elaine, Q-VO).  Hearing loss was also mentioned by several, and Mary was not alone in 
DWWULEXWLQJWKLVWRHQVHPEOHSOD\LQJ³VRPH\HDUVEDFNZHKDGDYHU\YHU\ORXGWUXPSHWHU
and one day I actually heard something happen in my ear, with the result that I actually lost 
one frequency in P\KHDULQJ´:LWKDQDYHUDJHDJHRI\HDUVDPRQJVWWKH9DOOH\VLGH
Orchestra case study respondents, the ensemble was unusual in not having a predominantly 
retired membership, so RIIHULQJRSSRUWXQLWLHVWR³OHDUQWRZRUNWRJHWKHUZLWKDZLGHUDQJHRI
pHRSOHRIGLIIHUHQWDJHVDELOLWLHVDQGSHUVRQDOLWLHV´.DWH4-VO).  It is possible, however, 
that this made the ageing process more noticeable to former members like Brian (FI-VO) and 
Mary, increasing their fears that other players would be intolerant of their declining skills. 
Mary was unusual amongst the interviewees in having an answer for our question about 
ZKHWKHUDQ\WKLQJKDGUHSODFHGKHUPXVLFDOLQYROYHPHQW³WKHRQO\VRUWRIPDLQWKLQJLVWKDW
,¶PDSRWWHU,¶YHJRWP\RZQOLWWOHZRUNVKRS´6KHGHscribed opening her workshop to 
visitors as a way of gaining the social satisfaction previously associated with her music-
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PDNLQJ³,GROLNHVRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQRIRQHNLQGRUDQRWKHU>«@VKDULQJLQWHUHVWV\RXNQRZ
people are interested enough to come [anG@,FDQWDONWRWKHPLQWKDWZD\´3RWWHU\RIIHUHG³D
ELWRIFUHDWLYLW\LQP\OLIH´DQGFRPELQHGZLWK³IDLUO\HFOHFWLF´OLVWHQLQJWDVWHVWRJLYH0DU\
an apparent state of contentment in her post-playing years: she described how at orchestra 
FRQFHUWV³,GRQ¶W\HDUQIRULWRUIHHODZNZDUGRUDQ\WKLQJQRWDWDOO´  Her life story shows 
both the positive and negative effects of ageing as an amateur musician, as declining skill and 
dexterity is counterbalanced by the sustained pleasure that memories of and contact with 
ensembles still provides (see Creech et al., 2014).  
 
Conclusions and future directions 
The narratives of ceasing and resuming playing that we have reported here illustrate the many 
demands, challenges and satisfactions involved in maintaining musical participation as an 
DGXOW7KHSURILOHVRIWKHµHQWKXVLDVWLFUHWXUQHU¶µUHOXFWDQWUHWLUHH¶µVWUHVVHGZLWKGUDZHU¶
µWLUHGRXWVLGHU¶DQGµFRQWHQWHGUHPLQLVFHU¶VKRZKRZWKHSXUHO\PXVLFDODVSHFWVRIWKH
experience intersect with confidence, personality, emotional and social needs, as well as with 
the obstacles of everyday life.   Reasons for ceasing participation related most often to a 
IHHOLQJRISRRUµILW¶ZLWKWKHHQVHPEOHZLWKDSHUFHLYHGGHFOLQHRULQDGHTXDF\RIPXVLFDO
FRQWULEXWLRQRIWHQFORVHO\OLQNHGWRDSOD\HU¶VKHDOWKRUZHOOEHLQJ7KHPRVWFRQWHQWHG
players appeared to be those who ZHUHFRQILGHQWWKDWWKHLUSOD\LQJZDVµJRRGHQRXJK¶IRUWKH
ensemble, seeking not musical perfection or glory, but a sense of belonging and collective 
development that used and improved their existing skills7KLVWKHRU\RIWKHµJRRGHQRXJK¶
contribution has been used in parenting (Winnicott, 1960), teaching (Swanwick, 2008) and 
even international policy-making (Grindle, 2007), but is less often applied to musical 
participation, where discourses of improvement and ideal performance are more 
commonplace, but are shown here to be in conflict with the needs and capacities of some 
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adult participants. 8VLQJWKHµJRRGHQRXJK¶IUDPHZRUNWRDFNQRZOHGJHDQGDUWLFXODWHWKH
UDQJHRIPXVLFDOJRDOVRXWVLGHWKHµSHUIHFW¶SHUIRUPDQFHFRXOGWKHUHIRUHEHDYDOXDEOHWRRO
for sustaining participation in adult ensembles. 
A summary of the musical, social and personal factors in participation decisions is 
shown in Table 1, and illustrates the way in which different ensemble members reacted to 
similar experiences in positive or negative ways, depending on the combination of factors and 
WKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VDELOLW\WRFRSHZLWKEDODQFLQJWKHGHPDQGVDQGUHZDUGVRISDUWLFLSDWLRn. 
 
Table 1: Factors in ceasing and continuing musical participation 
Factors in ceasing musical 
participation 
M
U
SI
C
A
L 
PE
R
SO
N
A
L
 
SO
C
IA
L
 Factors in continuing musical 
participation 
Concerns about own standard of 
playing 
   6HFXULW\RIµJRRGHQRXJK¶SOD\LQJ 
Not enjoying repertoire or own part in it    Finding an ensemble that confirms or 
broadens musical preferences 
Nerves or anxiety around performance    Enjoyment and confidence in 
performance 
Pressure of other commitments    Escape from other commitments 
Rehearsals as tiring experiences    Rehearsals as energising experiences 
Family responsibilities as obstacle to 
participation 
   Family responsibilities as motivation 
to practice and participate 
Finding ensemble unfriendly or 
unwelcoming 
   Enjoying friendship and camaraderie 
of rehearsals  
Health problems as an obstacle to 
participation 
   Playing as a source of respite from 
health problems 
Concerns about declining health and its 
effects on technique 
   Playing as a way of staying young 
and active 
 
Striking in Table 1 is the small proportion of factors that are specifically musical (indicated 
by shaded columns) ± however, the qualitative data show these to be amongst the most 
influential factors, even if the least numerous.  While other studies have emphasised the 
social benefits of participation (e.g. Pitts, 2005; Southcott, 2009), this research shows that 
positive social effects can flourish only when a sense of musical security is established: the 
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like-mindedness and friendliness of an ensemble might be experienced as a social factor, but 
is manifest through the shared endeavour of playing, to which each member must contribute 
effectively if they are to feel truly part of the group.  It also demonstrates the blurred 
boundaries between self-actualisation and self-esteem, acknowledged by Maslow (1943), as 
musical participants critique their own playing and make assumptions about how others view 
their contribution, able to feel a sense of belonging only when these two are mutually 
affirming. 
The formally constituted ensembles of classical and band repertoires represented here 
make the self-evaluative features of musical participation particularly acute, but studies of 
apparently more informal settings, like the folk club, have shown how the social politics of 
belonging are just as closely aligned with musical competence and acceptance even when the 
rules of participation are less strongly articulated (Hield, 2013).  In exploring the distinction 
EHWZHHQµSDUWLFLSDWRU\¶DQGµSUHVHQWDWLRQDO¶PXVic-making, Turino (2008) draws on global 
musical practices to show the different prioritising of social and musical goals in different 
FRQWH[WVQRWLQJKRZHYHUWKDWDQLQFOXVLYHHWKRVGRHVQRWPHDQDODFNRISHHUHYDOXDWLRQµ,W
is not that people do not mDNHTXDOLWDWLYHMXGJHPHQWVDERXWRWKHUSDUWLFLSDQWV¶SHUIRUPDQFH
inwardly or that everyone is happy about problematic contributions to a performance ± 
RYHUDOOSHRSOHKDYHDEHWWHUWLPHZKHQWKHPXVLFDQGGDQFHDUHJRLQJZHOO¶S7KH
QRWLRQRIµYDOXH FRPPLWPHQW¶6WHEELQVSHUKDSVQHHGVUHILQLQJWRLQFOXGHWKHVHQVHWR
which participants themselves feel valued within the ensemble, as well as the extent to which 
it fulfils their own musical, social and personal needs. 
Our final research question considered the implications of our findings for those who 
direct and organise musical ensembles, for whom there might be useful lessons in the 
experiences of past members and their perceptions of the difficulties of sustaining musical 
participation.  The role of the conductor was certainly important to the case study 
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respondents, who reported the value of encouraging and fair feedback on their playing, 
confirming the musical and psychological responsibilities of ensemble directors in nurturing 
their players (Durrant, 2005).  Music educator Jackie Wiggins (2011) writes of how 
µYXOQHUDELOLW\¶LVDWRQFHHVVHQWLDODQGGHWULPHQWDOWRPXVLFDOLGHQWLW\JHQHUDWLQJERWK the 
drive to pursue challenging, creative goals, and the fear that these will fail publically and 
UHVXOWLQKXPLOLDWLRQ7KHFRQFHUQVH[SUHVVHGE\RXUUHVSRQGHQWVWKDWZKHQ³HYHU\RQH¶V
OLVWHQLQJWR\RX´-HQQ\),-92DSOD\HU³PLJKWQRWEHGRLQJ>WKLQJV@SURSHUO\´%ULDQ),-
VO), illustrates the strength of this vulnerability and the responsibility that players have 
towards one another, with the help of the conductor, to provide a supportive environment in 
which to take musical risks and make progress.  Our interviewees also showed how personal 
vulnerabilities, such as moving house or coping with illness, can themselves be a motivation 
to join an ensemble, so heightening its social impact and leaving players more sensitive to 
feelings of belonging and rejection.  While conductors may well consider that this pastoral 
care is beyond their remit, the need to question the assumption that participation is 
QHFHVVDULO\JRRGIRUSHRSOHQRWHGLQ(YDQVHWDO¶VVWXG\RIWHHQDJHPXVLFLDQV
perhaps suggests that stronger peer mentoring within ensembles would be beneficial. 
A further consideration in supporting and retaining players relates to the articulation of 
JRDOVERWKIRUWKHHQVHPEOHDVDZKROHDQGIRULQGLYLGXDOPHPEHUV7KHLPSRUWDQFHRIµILW¶
to the ensemble was clear in the accounts of both satisfied and disengaged players, and yet 
establishing this matching of musical and personal needs was something that could take time 
and result in difficult or demoralising experiences.  Joining an ensemble expecting a fun, 
social interaction, and then finding it to be strongly focused on performance goals, for 
instance, had been a source of frustration for several lapsed players; similarly, expecting 
musical challenge and finding an over-emphasis on socialising could lead to equivalent 
disappointment for someone motivated by improving their playing amongst like-minded 
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people.  The way that an ensemble attracts and recruits its members is one route to ensuring 
mutually shared values: Valleyside Orchestra, for example, presents itself as a development 
orchestra, but its collective improvement over the years has made that function less readily 
apparent to new members, and while this is musically admirable, it reportedly created a sense 
of inadequacy for players who could no longer cope with the pace and challenge of 
rehearsals.  An overly-modest player who thought that a development orchestra suited their 
needs but then became bored with those same rehearsals would also need to examine their 
motives more carefully.  Structuring rehearsals and providing feedback that allows all players 
to feel valued and to make a contribution is certainly a challenge, but the questioning of 
traditional ways of organising people and resources to make music could be a worthwhile 
endeavour. 
The implications for future research address similar areas: further investigation is 
needed into why making music in adulthood is difficult or prohibitive, as well as satisfying, 
in order to balance the claims for its benefits with an understanding of what makes it 
problematic.  This study and others on musical life histories (Pitts, 2012; Smilde, 2009) have 
shown how the foundations for lifelong participation are rooted in family encouragement of 
music, opportunities provided in schools and communities, and in the attitudes, as well as the 
skills, acquired in those formative years.  Longitudinal research, particularly through the 
years of early adulthood in which participation is most threatened by changes in non-musical 
circumstances and commitments, would help to explore how musical priorities and 
engagement change over time, and what strategies might be deployed to increase the 
likelihood of sustaining musical involvement.  To acknowledge that musical participation is 
not necessary or beneficial for everyone (cf. Evans et al., 2013) is a healthy and realistic 
starting point for these enquiries, but nonetheless, a clearer sense of how music-making can 
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be sustained throughout the lifespan, and what it contributes at its best, can only help to 
strengthen the place of music in education and society. 
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